
Why ask that question: Ethical 
reasoning in veterinary practice  



Today  

1.  Introduce tools/pedagogic approaches 
for teaching ethical decisionmaking/
reasoning 

2.  Use case examples to apply those 
tools  



Definitions: Ethics/morality/ethical 
reasoning/ethical issue/dilemmas 

 
Ethics is the systematic study 

of & reflection on morality:  
 Systematic because it uses special 
methods and approaches to 
examine moral situations and 
reflection because it consciously  

     calls into question assumptions 
about existing components of our 
moralities. 
     

              Purtilo 2005 
 

→ Ethical issues refer to 
situations in which you 
believe there are 
important challenges 
embedded, which you 
might like to identify 

→ Ethical problems or 
dilemmas refer to 
situations where there 
are difficult choices to 
make between 2 
important moral values.  

 



Ethical reasoning 
                  - a learned skill 
“Slow thinking” 
Purposeful exploration through questioning 
Step by step consideration of all ethical dimensions 
Reflective – acknowledge emotions but not led by them 

“Thinking--zooming in and out” 
Immediate and short term goals 
Pathways and long-term outcomes 
Principles – the things that ultimately matter 



But… 
How to learn this skill as a veterinary 
practitioner? 
 
How to teach this skill to veterinary 
students? 



Three overall methods of ethics 
education   

 
1.  Knowledge 
2.  Attitudes 
3.  Skills 

Emphasis on: 
•  Professional rules and laws 

associated with veterinary 
practice  

•  Duties and obligations of 
individuals in their professional 
roles  

•  Compliance with codes of 
conduct and animal welfare 
regulations  

•  Ethical principles as ‘fixed 
points –indicating what is right 
and wrong But…	



Three overall methods of ethics 
education  

1.  Knowledge 
2.  Attitudes 
3.  Skills 

Emphasises the 
internalisation of 
character traits or 
virtues: 
•  Honest 
•  Altruistic 
•  Autonomous 
•  Empathic 

Professionalism	teaching	(Mossop	and	Cobb	2013)	
	

But…	



Three overall methods of ethics 
education  

1.  Knowledge 
2.  Attitudes 
3.  Skills 

Emphasises the 
development of moral 
reasoning abilities: 
1.  Provide conceptual tools to 

see moral issues from 
different perspectives  

2.  Outlines checklists or thinking 
frameworks to analyse ethical 
dimensions 

3.  Equips and encourages 
practitioners to come to his or 
her own considered decision 
on ethical matters   



Children’s Bioethics Centre: RCH 

•  Clinical ethics case consultation 
•  Formal meeting  (with Clinical Ethics 

Response Group CERG) + 
documentation 

•  Informal advice (12-24 hours) 
•  Case review  

•  Ethics de-brief 

•  Assistance in guideline/procedure 
formulation 



 
 
 
1. Ethical reasoning skills 
 
 
 

1.   Recognising and defining ethical 
issues 

2.  Identifying who is involved  
3.  Collecting information about people/

values/positions/perspectives 
4.  Identifying value conflicts 
5.  Constructing available options 
6.  Engaging in reasoning dialogue 

•  Analysing ethical pros and cons of actions 
7.  Revising options, plan or actions   



1. Recognising and defining 
ethical issues 

•  What am I worried about – ie what is at 
stake ethically? 

•  Are there competing / differing views of 
degree of benefit/burden or likelihood of 
various outcomes taking place?  

•  How much weight should be given to 
whose views?  

•  What are the goals of care ? Where is 
this going in the long-term? Are there 
different ideas, or no clear idea? 



Applied to a case  

•  JOCK is an 10 year old Jack 
Russel, family member and 
loved by all 

•  Mauled by a German Shepard 
that jumped the fence 

•  Severe chest wall injuries, 
approximately 75% survival 
projected if treated 
(thoracotomy, etc.) 

•  Owner does not have money to 
do this without hesitation 

•  Cannot leave deposit of AUD 
5000 (or even 1000) for 
procedure required 

•  Owner is threatening, and calls 
us greedy and only after the 
money 

•  What am I worried about – ie 
what is at stake ethically? 

•  Are there competing / differing 
views of degree of benefit/
burden or likelihood of various 
outcomes taking place?  

•  How much weight should be 
given to views?  

•  What are the goals of care ? 
Where is this going in the long-
term? Are there different ideas, 
or no clear idea? 



Other examples where ‘recognising, 
defining ethical issue’ is helpful  
•  Government 

requirement to cull a 
herd for public safety 
reasons  

•  Vet is aware of 
owner’s cruelty to 
animal (when and 
how to report) 

•  Vet’s responsibilities 
to care for wildlife 
(use of resources, 
scope of care 

•  What am I worried about – ie 
what is at stake ethically? 

•  Are there competing / differing 
views of degree of benefit/
burden or likelihood of various 
outcomes taking place?  

•  How much weight should be 
given to views?  

•  What are the goals of care ? 
Where is this going in the long-
term? Are there different ideas, 
or no clear idea? 



Disagreements and value conflicts   
1.  Recognising and 

defining ethical 
issues 

2.  Identifying who is 
involved  

3.  Collecting 
information about 
people/values/
positions/
perspectives 

4.  Identifying value 
conflicts 

Thinking about value 
conflicts  
 
(how to ethically 
analyse values when 
there is disagreement) 
 



1. Parents disagree with recommendations of treating team. 
2. Adolescent/potential mature minor disagrees with 
recommendations of treating team. 
3. Child is resisting treatment. 
4. Parents disagree with one another about treatment or 
management options. 
5. Clinician is uncertain about the appropriateness of 
offering a particular treatment. 
6. Clinicians and parents are both uncertain about the best 
way to proceed when a variety of options are available. 

Typology	of	ethical	issues	according	to	triadic	rela@onship	between	parent,	doctor	and	child		
	



 
Value conflicts between owner and vet   
Zone of Owner Discretion 

Ethically and legally protected space  
where animal owners may make decisions for their 

animal 
 

•  Even if the decisions are sub-optimal for those 
animals (ie not best for them), 

•  Provided that these decisions do not  
•  cause significant harm (the “harm principle”) 



 
Zone of owners’ discretion 

 

Maximum animal welfare                
Decision will 
produce maximum benefits 
                                                                                                                               Zone of owner discretion: 
                                                                          Decide how to 

care for        their 
animal 

  “good enough” animal welfare 

       No ownership discretion                                                                                                                                                                                          
                                                                          Override owner’s decisions 

where 
       - animal is hungry, thirsty,  

      uncomfortable, suffering pain, 
      disease 

 
                                                                            
                                                                                      

   



Zone of owner discretion 

Within the grey zone of owner discretion 
•  Room for different assessments of benefits and burdens - eg 

whether something is burdensome at all, and to what extent; what 
is beneficial for this animal  

•  Room for different tolerance of risks – different views on whether 
these risks worth taking to get a certain benefit 

•  Room for owners to take into account the commercial, emotional 
interests of themselves  

•  Room for owners to make their own choices about what they 
value 



Outside the zone of owner discretion 

Outside owner discretion is the red zone 
of harm to the animal  

In the red zone: 
•  First, seek to persuade, change owner’s  minds 

•  Coercive intervention may be needed (eg RSPCA, police) 

•  Potential benefits to the animal of coercive intervention must 
be weighed against the harms that intervention may do to the 
animal or owner  

•  Justification for intervening increases further down the zone, 
when potential harms become higher 



To illustrate use of ZPD—applied to veterinary 
practice  
  

Owner	agrees	that	surgery	is	not	an	
op@on	
	
But		
	
is		refusing	to	euthanize	the	dog	(Jock	is	
severely	dyspnoeic,	hypovolamic	shock,	
very	painful)	
	



 
Zone of owners’ discretion ? 

 

Maximum animal welfare                
Decision will 
produce maximum benefits 
                                                                                                                               Zone of owner discretion: 
                                                                          Decide how to 

care for        their 
animal 

  “good enough” animal welfare 

       No ownership discretion                                                                                                                                                                                          
                                                                          Override owner’s decisions 

where 
       - animal is hungry, thirsty,  

      uncomfortable, suffering pain, 
      disease 

 
                                                                            
                                                                                      

   



Using ZPD: 
LEVEL 1 – test of harm from decision 
 1.  What are owners’ wishes/decision? 

2.  What would be the effects on the animal of 
carrying out the decision? 

3.  Do the effects constitute likely significant harm 
to the animal? 

4.  If no, owner’s decision falls within the zone of 
owner discretion – accede to it, even if it is sub-
optimal for the animal (human-animal bond/
rights of ownership) 

5.  If yes, owner’s decision falls outside the zone of 
owner discretion – prima facie  grounds to resist 
or override it  



ZPD: 
LEVEL 2 – test of harm from intervention  

2.1  What would be the effects on the animal or 
the owner of attempting to resist or override 
the owner’s decision? 

 

2.2  Would the negative effects on the animal or 
the owner of attempting to override be greater 
than the negative effects on the animal of the 
owner’s original decision? 

 

2.3  If no, continue with plan to override 
 

2.4  If yes, look for alternatives, compromises etc 



Other cases where conflict between owner wishes 
and animal welfare 

•  Owners’ request to euthanase when 
animal healthy 

•  Owners’ request to euthanase because 
treatment although effective –is 
unaffordable 

•  Owner’s refusal to euthanase but 
cannot afford treatment  

 



Cases for discussion  



Basic benefits/burdens Test: 
 
Bottom line: 
Any intervention should be reasonably expected to produce  

more benefits than burdens to the animal overall 

Checks  
1. Could the same benefits be obtained by a less 

burdensome method? 
 
2. Could the burdens be further reduced while 

maintaining the benefits? 
 



Ethical bottom lines  
Animal Welfare Questions that are crucial to ask (‘ethical 
bottom-lines’): 
•  What is in this animal’s interests? 
•  Will the treatment being requested or denied produce more 

benefit than burden? 
•  What will the animal’s quality of life be in the future? 

But not straightforward to answer 
•  Competing interests, or aspects of animal welfare – can’t 

have it all, but which ones matter more than others. this is a 
value-judgement, not a fact 

•  Involves probability and prediction, not certainty 



The ethics of the decision 
•  Circumstances in which it is ethically and legally appropriate to 

withdraw or withhold life-sustaining treatment for animals 
•  What’s accepted, what’s controversial 

 
The ethics of the discussion 
•  Who decides - relative roles of doctors and parents (and child 

or young person) be in decision-making? 
•  To what extent should doctors recommend or direct? 



Ethics of the decision 
•  “no quality of life” 

•  “futile” 

•  Not in the animal’s best interests 

•  More burden than benefit to the 
animal 



Distinguish between  
 

(i) non-beneficial treatment 
 (the animal won’t get any benefit, won’t 
experience anything good, the treatment 
won’t reverse the condition or change the 
outcome) 

 
(ii) Treatment that causes harm 

 (the animal will experience pain, fear, 
distress…) 



The ethics of the discussion 
  
•  Should vets make a recommendation to owners, or 

offer an open choice? 
•  Should vets offer treatment options which they 

believe either (a) not best option for animal , or even 
(b) would be significantly contrary to animal’s 
interests (ie cause harm) 

•  Who should be the final decision-maker? 
•  Is it ethically required for owners to agree with 

euthanasia or can vets act without owners’ consent, 
even against their wishes? 



Some ethical roles and aims of vets 

1.  Protect and promote welfare of 
animal - 

2.  Promote/enhance owner’s capacity 
to make their own decisions  

 - assist in accessing and understanding information 
 - assist in reflection, thinking etc 
 

3.  Support owners emotionally  

– reduce and alleviate distress                           



 
Summing up - Ethical questions to 
guide ethical reasoning 

1.  What are the management options for this animal at this 
stage? 

2.  What are expected benefits and burdens/risks of each 
option 

3.  Which option best promotes the welfare of the animal? 
(How clear-cut an answer can be given?) 

4.  What do the owners want? 
5.  What do owners know and understand? 
6.  How much weight should be give to what the owner 

wants? Does their decision fall within the zone of owner 
discretion? 



Summing up - Ethical 
practice 

•  All veterinarians have a legitimate claim to be involved in ethically 
significant decisions about patients under their care 

•  To do this effectively, you must be able to think through and articulate the 
issues as they appear to you 

•  There is not necessarily one and only one ethically right answer. You 
should be looking for an ethically appropriate course of action. 
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Bull Dog with severe congenital deformations that are causing it 
sever on going health issues- it has a “screw” tail causing ongoing 
moist dermatitis and has been presented several times with maggot 
infestation, the other issues is a very elongated soft palate causing 
sever breathing problems, especially as the weather gets warmer. 
Both problems require surgery, it is normally more specialised 
surgery. The cost estimate was too much for the owner, so the 
owner will euthanase. We know it is a fixable problem, so do we 
offer to attempt to do the surgery at non specialist prices, without 
the skill causing anxiety for the vet performing and a guarded 
prognosis of success, with the owner knowing if not successful still 
has to pay and may still euthenase? 


